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Summary 
The need to mainstream adaptation to climate change into development planning and ongoing 
sectoral decision-making is increasingly recognised, and several bilateral and multilateral 
development agencies are starting to take an interest. Over the past years at least six 
development agencies have screened their project portfolios, generally with two goals in 
mind: (i) to ascertain the extent to which existing development projects already consider 
climate risks or address vulnerability to climate variability and change, and (ii) to identify 
opportunities for incorporating climate change explicitly into future projects. As each 
portfolio screening was conducted independently, the broader lessons emerging from the 
screenings have not been systematically analysed. 
 
In this paper we assess the screening activities to date, focusing on both the results and the 
methods applied. Based on this assessment we identify opportunities for development 
agencies to expand their current focus on the links between climate and development. Most 
agencies already consider climate change as a real but uncertain threat to future development, 
but they have given less thought to how different development patterns might affect 
vulnerability to climate change. The screenings undertaken have shown the need to take a 
comprehensive approach to adaptation and its integration into development planning and 
sectoral decision-making, and a number of policy initiatives have been taken to promote such 
integration. We provide some initial guidance as to how portfolio screening can be carried out 
in a way that would allow agencies to assess systematically the relevance of climate change to 





Links between climate change and development are becoming increasingly apparent. There is 
now little doubt that climate change is happening and that it is largely caused by humaninduced 
greenhouse gas emissions. These emissions are driven by socio-economic 
development patterns characterised by economic growth, technology, population and 
governance. At the same time these patterns also influence people’s vulnerability to the 
impacts of climate change, which will in turn influence socio-economic development and 
thereby future greenhouse gas emissions. 
 
The links between greenhouse gas emissions, mitigation of climate change and development 
have been subject of intense study (for an overview see Markandya and Halsnæs, 2002). More 
recently the links between adaptation to climate change and development have been 
increasingly highlighted (Adger et al., 2003). Climate change is seen as posing a challenge to 
meeting important development objectives and adaptation should be consistent with 
development priorities (e.g., Sperling, 2003). To consider climate change in development 
activities could add a long-term sustainability component to official development assistance 
(ODA). Specifically, there are three ways in which adaptation to climate change is relevant to 
ODA projects (Klein, 2001): 
• The risk of climate change to the ODA project and its deliverables (such as water 
supply, infrastructure, food security, human health, natural resources management and 
protection against natural hazards); 
• The vulnerability to climate change of the community or ecosystem that is intended to 
benefit from the ODA project; 
• The possible effects of the ODA project and its deliverables on the vulnerability of 
communities or ecosystems to climate change. 
 
Recent research and policy initiatives have moved adaptation from being the “handmaiden to 
impacts research in the mitigation context” (Burton et al., 2002) to an activity that is considered 
crucial within the broader context of sustainable development. The link between 
adaptation and development is particularly relevant when seeking to enhance the capacity of 
people and communities to adapt to climate change. This adaptive capacity is often limited by 
a lack of resources, poor institutions and inadequate infrastructure, amongst other factors that 
are typically the focus of ODA (Smith et al., 2003). Vulnerability to climate change can 
therefore be reduced not only by mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions and by adaptation to 
the impacts of climate change, but also by development aimed at improving the living 
conditions and access to resources for those experiencing the impacts, as this will enhance 
adaptive capacity. 
 
The World Summit on Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, August/September 2002) 
provided a strong impetus to the discourse supporting links between climate policy and 
development. It has given rise to exploring and developing the concept of “mainstreaming”. 
Mainstreaming involves the integration of policies and measures that address climate change 
into development planning and ongoing sectoral decision-making, so as to ensure the longterm 
sustainability of investments as well as to reduce the sensitivity of development 
activities to both today’s and tomorrow’s climate (Klein, 2002; Huq et al., 2003; Agrawala, 
2005). The concept has been borrowed from development discourses, where the 
mainstreaming of gender issues has long been understood as an effective way of ensuring 
gender equity in development policies. By its very nature, energy-based mitigation (e.g., fuel 
switch and energy conservation) can only be effective when mainstreamed into energy policy. 
For adaptation, however, this link has not appeared as self-evident until recently. 
 
Mainstreaming entails making more efficient and effective use of financial and human 
resources rather than designing, implementing and managing climate policy separately from 
ongoing activities. As discussed in more detail in Section 2 of this paper, prospective 
efficiency and effectiveness gains provide a rationale to development agencies for analysing 
the potential for mainstreaming in their development activities. Over the past years at least six 
development agencies have taken the initiative to screen their portfolios of development 
activities, generally with two goals in mind: (i) to ascertain the extent to which existing 
development projects already consider climate risks or address vulnerability to climate 
variability and change, and (ii) to identify opportunities for incorporating climate change 
explicitly into future projects. 
 
As each portfolio screening was conducted independently, the broader lessons emerging from these 
portfolio screenings have not been systematically analysed. By providing such an analysis, we aim to 
contribute to the understanding of mainstreaming of climate change adaptation into ODA. Section 3 
assesses the screening activities to date, focusing on both the results and the methods applied. Section 
4 outlines recent policy developments that have taken place in response to new insights regarding 
mainstreaming adaptation. Portfolio screening is intended to allow agencies to assess systematically 
the relevance of climate change and adaptation to their current and future portfolios of development 
projects, guidance for which is presented in section 5. In section 6 we conclude that the emerging 
need for a comprehensive approach to mainstreaming has implications both for how a screening is 
carried out and how it is embedded institutionally within development agencies. 
 
2 Why Portfolio Screening? 
 
By portfolio screening we mean the systematic examination of an agency’s set of policies, 
programmes or projects, with the aim of identifying how concerns about climate change can 
be combined with an agency’s development priorities, such as poverty reduction, institutional 
development and capacity building. A portfolio screening can identify opportunities for the 
mainstreaming of adaptation to climate change into ODA at the national, subnational and 
local levels. In this section we discuss how adaptation to climate change is increasingly 
recognised as involving not only the implementation of technological measures but also includes 
consideration of non-technical and non-climate issues. We then argue that the 
mainstreaming of adaptation into ODA needs to reflect this more comprehensive view on 
adaptation and highlight the challenges posed to portfolio screening efforts by such an 
approach. 
 
Mainstreaming can achieve two things. First, it can contribute to the climate proofing of 
existing projects; that is, it can modify existing projects to ensure that they are no longer at 
risk from climate change or no longer contribute to the vulnerability of its recipients. Second, 
and perhaps more importantly, mainstreaming can ensure that future projects and strategies 
are consciously aimed at reducing vulnerability by including priorities that are critical to 
successful adaptation, such as ensuring water rights to groups exposed to water scarcity 
during drought. The second type of mainstreaming has implications for the formation of 
development priorities and projects themselves. 
 
The traditional view of adaptation tends to assume that a national government develops and 
implements technological adaptation measures (e.g., dams, early-warning systems, seeds and 
irrigation schemes) based on specific knowledge of future climate conditions (e.g., Carter et 
al., 1994). In this traditional view mainstreaming would largely refer to ensuring that 
projections of climate change are considered in the decision making of relevant government 
departments and agencies, so that technologies are chosen that are suitable to the future 
climate. For example, water managers would fit a drainage system in an area projected to 
experience more intense rainfall events with bigger pipes when replacing old ones, and 
agricultural extension services concerned about the possibility of increased drought would 
advise farmers to select crop varieties that are better suited to grow under dry conditions. 
 
However, the traditional view of adaptation is being challenged for three reasons (e.g., 
Smithers and Smit, 1997; Burton et al., 2002; Adger et al., 2003; Smith et al., 2003). First, the 
uncertainties surrounding the manifestation of climate change often make it difficult to project 
the extent and future impacts of climate change in sufficient detail to justify investment in 
technological adaptation measures, in particular on a local scale. An important uncertainty 
relates to the effect of a changing climate on the frequency, magnitude and spatial occurrence 
of extreme weather events, such as floods, cyclones and droughts. Planning specific measures 
based on projections of future climate conditions therefore presents a great challenge to 
developing countries. 
 
Second, technological adaptation measures can be important in reducing vulnerability to 
climate change, but they do have their limitations. Three issues need to be considered here: 
• Technological adaptation measures may be only partially effective if they do not 
address non-climate factors that contribute to vulnerability to climate change; 
• Technological adaptation measures may be ineffective if they are not suited to local 
conditions; 
• Technological adaptation measures may turn out to be maladaptive if they are 
implemented without recognition of relevant social and environmental processes. 
 
The extent to which people and communities are vulnerable to climate change depends in part 
on the magnitude and rate of climate change and its consequent impacts but also on their 
adaptive capacity. As mentioned earlier, adaptive capacity can be constrained by a lack of 
resources, poor institutions and inadequate infrastructure, amongst other factors. In many 
cases vulnerability to climate change may be reduced more effectively and comprehensively 
by addressing these non-climate factors than by implementing a technology that is aimed at a 
particular impact of climate change but which has no further development benefits. For 
example, the technological improvement of a water supply system to ensure the availability of 
water during dry spells will be of limited benefit to people who do not obtain access to this water. The 
inequitable distribution of water rights or the price of the water may be more important factors in 
causing vulnerability to drought than deficient water supply technology. 
 
In the traditional view of adaptation, adaptive capacity would refer to the ability of a national 
government to develop and implement technology-based adaptation measures. However, 
adaptation is primarily a local process, which means that technologies need to be suited to 
local conditions to be effective and that local capacity must be developed to use and maintain 
the technology. One cannot assume that a technology that has been effective in reducing 
vulnerability to climate change in one location will have the same effect when transferred to 
another location without considering the differences between these locations and without 
complementing the technology transfer with training and capacity building. In addition, the 
local context determines to what extent a technology would be suitable for a particular 
purpose. For example, new drought-resistant crop varieties may indeed be very resistant to 
drought, but their acceptance in a community also depends on their costs and availability, 
access to fertiliser and other inputs, storage constraints, ease of preparation, flavour and so on. 
 
Technological adaptation measures, whilst reducing the vulnerability to climate change of 
some people, may unintentionally increase the vulnerability of others. For example, new 
coastal infrastructure could disturb the offshore sediment balance, resulting in erosion in 
adjacent coastal areas. Irrigation can lead to the salinisation of groundwater and the 
degradation of wetlands, as well as leaving subsistence farmers with reduced access to 
groundwater and productive land (Gupta and Abrol, 2000; Zhou et al., 2006; Davis, 2006). 
Such maladaptation, which often affects those with little power and limited access to 
resources, could be avoided by recognising and seeking to understand the relevant social and 
environmental processes that govern the system in which the technology is implemented 
(Klein et al., 2006). 
 
Third, the traditional view of adaptation to climate change does not consider the links 
between adaptation to climate change and development. People are vulnerable not only to 
climate change but to a range of other stresses, depending on factors such as access to 
resources and other socio-environmental circumstances shaped by political and economic 
processes (Kelly and Adger, 2000; O’Brien et al., 2004). Technological measures designed to 
adapt to specific changes in climate may therefore fail to address the issues considered as 
most urgent by local communities. These issues may include access to water and food, health 
and sanitation, education and livelihood security. The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) prioritise these and other issues and have become guiding principles for ODA. 
 
The above leads us to conclude that the mainstreaming of adaptation should not be restricted 
to incorporating, for example, the need for bigger pipes and drought-resistant crops into 
ongoing plans and activities, but instead take a comprehensive approach to adaptation and its 
integration into development planning and sectoral decision-making. A mainstreamed 
adaptation strategy should include measures that address the underlying factors of 
vulnerability to climate change, particularly on a local scale. These underlying factors are 
often structural issues characterising low development, such as high dependence on natural 
resources, resource degradation, inability to secure basic needs and lack of information and 
capacity (Sperling, 2003). If technological measures are required to reduce vulnerability to 
climate change, they need to be accompanied by non-technical measures (e.g., training and 
capacity building, institutional support) that ensure that the technologies are accessible, 
effective and suited to local conditions. A multitude of local coping strategies exist that 
people use to manage their natural resources and secure their livelihoods in a variable climate 
(Adams et al., 1998; Adger and Kelly, 1999). These coping strategies can play a crucial part 
in adapting to climate change as well. 
 
In view of the need to develop local capacity and to consider the links between adaptation to 
climate change and development, development agencies would be well placed to initiate the 
mainstreaming of adaptation, in particular if there are synergies between adaptation and 
development priorities such as the MDGs, the first one of which is to eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger. If such synergies exist, adaptation can be mainstreamed into development 
activities without much extra effort. The design and implementation of adaptation measures 
can benefit from the experience of decades of development work, including the realisation 
that measures targeting local needs are more likely to be successful than large-scale measures 
implemented through a top-down approach (e.g., Adger et al., 2003; Orindi and Eriksen, 
2005). A comprehensive approach to adaptation therefore involves considering which, or 
how, development priorities such as those guided by the MDGs can best target the underlying 
causes of vulnerability. 
 
Such an approach presents two new challenges to mainstreaming. First, a recipient country’s 
objectives are supposed to guide the selection of development priorities pursued by a donor 
agency. Adaptation to climate change may not be highly prioritised by the recipient country, 
and some development objectives, such as privatisation of resource rights, may even be in 
conflict with efforts to reduce the vulnerability of the poor. On the other hand, it has been 
pointed out that development agencies’ awareness of climate change can be important in 
dialogues with the recipient country on priority interventions to be supported (Ulsrud and 
Eriksen, 2006). 
 
Second, poverty reduction does not always equate with vulnerability reduction (Adger et al., 
2003; Eriksen and Kelly, 2005). In these cases synergies between adaptation and development 
priorities may not exist. There are well-documented cases of projects aimed at reducing 
poverty that have in fact increased vulnerability. For example, the conversion of mangroves 
into shrimp farms may generate economic gains but leave coastal communities more 
vulnerable to coastal hazards such as storm surges (Adger et al., 2001). New roads in 
developing countries often affect settlement patterns; even if a new road were constructed so 
as to withstand climate change it is equally important to consider whether or not it would 
attract new settlers to areas exposed to natural hazards (Agrawala et al., 2003a). Robledo and 
Forner (2005) presented additional examples of how development strategies may increase the 
vulnerability of natural and social systems to climate change. If conflicts arise between 
poverty reduction and vulnerability reduction, adaptation would involve designing and 
implementing measures that are more targeted to specific threats than development activities 
tend to be. Mainstreaming can then ensure that development activities themselves are not 
maladapted to climate change. However, this demands a relatively high level of understanding 
of the complex societal processes that generate vulnerability and poverty. 
 
The impetus for portfolio screening to support mainstreaming has been reinforced through 
policy commitments and political declarations. Industrialised countries have agreed broad 
commitments to provide financial resources to developing countries under articles 4.3, 4.4, 
4.5, 4.8 and 4.9 of the UNFCCC. In 2001 a number of countries, including EU member states, 
signed a declaration agreeing to minimum levels of additional funding for climate change 
adaptation activities3. This includes funding via contributions to the Global Environment 
Facility (GEF), adaptation actions through additional ODA, and contributions to the then 
newly established funds under the UNFCCC and Kyoto Protocol to facilitate adaptation in 
developing countries. In 2006 the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) and the 
Environment Policy Committee (EPOC) launched a process to work in partnership with 
developing countries to integrate environmental factors efficiently into national development 
policies and poverty reduction strategies. OECD member states agreed on a Framework for 
Common Action Around Shared Goals, as well as a Declaration on Integrating Climate 
Change Adaptation into Development Co-operation (OECD, 2006). 
 
These commitments and declarations have provided a strong imperative to mainstream 
adaptation into ODA. First, dependence only on specific adaptation funds is likely to fall 
magnitudes short of the estimated costs of adaptation (World Bank, 2006; Stern, 2007).  
Second, providing finance via specific funds entails the technical, scientific and institutional 
challenges of tackling additional climate change impacts rather than those from existing 
variations in climate (Klein, 2003; Burton and van Aalst, 2004b). Third, separation of funding 
sources weakens the potential for efficiency and effectiveness gains associated with the 
mainstreaming of adaptation as outlined earlier in this section (Mitchell and Tanner, 2006). 
Whilst projects implemented with these funds are likely to provide important foundations and 
lessons, tackling future climate-related risks to development requires a more comprehensive 
approach. This recognition has motivated a range of donor agencies to conduct screenings of 
their programme and project portfolios. 
 
3 Portfolio Screening Efforts to Date 
 
Section 2 identified the need for a comprehensive approach to adaptation, that is, for 
mainstreaming to address a range of stressors and underlying causes of vulnerability in 
addition to technological adaptation measures. This section investigates the implications of 
such an approach for portfolio-screening methods. We assess portfolio-screening efforts 
commissioned to date by the following six agencies: the World Bank (Burton and Van Aalst, 
1999, 2004a,b), the German Technical Co-operation Agency (GTZ; Klein, 2001; Kasparek, 
2003), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD; Agrawala 
2005), the Norwegian Agency for Development Co-operation (Norad; Eriksen and Næss, 
2003), the Swiss Agency for Development and Co-operation (SDC; Robledo et al., 2006), and 
the UK Department for International Development (ERM, 2002; DFID, 2004)1. With the 
exception of DFID, whose activities are ongoing, each of these organisations has made the 
results of its portfolio screening available to the public. We first describe the aims, activities, 
scope, findings and recommendations of the six screenings so as to identify challenges for the 
mainstreaming of adaptation. We then compare methods used for the screenings, focusing at 
their ability to identify and meet particular challenges for mainstreaming. As the portfolio 
screenings were carried out independently of one another, they can be seen as pilot efforts 
informing how future screenings could be carried out, as discussed in Section 5. 
 
Burton and Van Aalst (1999) conducted a review of climate change considerations in World 
Bank operations, examining six projects and six countries (Bangladesh, Guyana, India, Papua 
New Guinea, Ecuador and Samoa). The projects and countries were selected so as to “(…) 
illustrate a wide range of situations both with respect to the nature of climate risks and the 
level of development, as well as regional diversity” (p. v). The aim was to examine 
implications of climate change for World Bank operations. Three issues were given particular 
emphasis: (i) the vulnerability of projects to climate change, (ii) the impacts of projects on 
vulnerability, and (iii) implications of institutional roles within the UNFCCC and GEF for the 
World Bank’s activities. The projects were examined on the basis of whether and how they 
discussed climate risk, “[comparing] the project reports with known climate risks facing the 
project or the country” (p. 11). The country review discussed criteria for assessing climate 
exposure vis-à-vis climate change, the sensitivity of the World Bank’s portfolio to climate 
change and the coverage of climate change in the Country Assistance Strategies (CAS). 
Burton and Van Aalst (1999) found that climate risks were not well assessed at the project 
level. Climate risks were rarely mentioned in the project documents, even in areas with high 
current climate risks such as floods and cyclones. Interestingly, climate risks often emerged in 
implementation documents, which the authors suggest is because climate is “seen as a risk to 
project implementation rather than to long-term sustainable operation” (p. 12). In the 
countries reviewed, climate change was not discussed at all within the CAS. 
 
Klein (2001) reviewed German-funded ODA projects in Africa within the area of natural 
resources management, with the aim of (i) identifying to what extent projects already 
considered the risk of climate change, as well as opportunities for adaptation, (ii) exploring 
opportunities to incorporate adaptation to climate change in future projects, and (iii) providing 
a starting point for awareness raising on the needs and opportunities for adaptation amongst 
government staff. A total of 136 projects were reviewed in order to establish whether or not 
they considered climate change or weather and climate-related stresses in their project 
documents. None of the project documents referred explicitly to climate change, and attention 
to weather and climate-related stresses was found to be low and primarily reactive. Five 
projects were selected for in-depth review of project documents and interviews with project 
managers. These projects were selected on the basis of their no-regret adaptation potential and 
their opportunities for generating secondary benefits (i.e., benefits not related to the primary 
purpose of the project). The in-depth review showed that climate change consideration was 
lacking even in areas where climate factors posed obvious risks today. Project staff indicated 
that climate change was not seen as relevant to immediate concerns such as health and clean 
water, and some considered it an “unnecessary burden on their projects” (p. 30). The study 
concluded that “[the] limited consideration of climate-related stress is striking in light of the 
intricate balance between the productivity of Africa’s natural resources and prevailing climate 
conditions” (p. 9). A follow-up to the report involved a questionnaire survey for agency staff 
(Kasparek, 2003). It confirmed that climate change was hardly discussed in project 
preparation, but at the same time it revealed that a majority of agency staff would like to have 
more information and support to integrate adaptation to climate change in their work. 
 
A review by Eriksen and Næss (2003) for the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(Norad) aimed at reviewing links between Norwegian development co-operation 
and adaptation to climate change, identifying entry points at the strategic and operational 
level, as well as recommending strategies for future integration. Overall, the direct reference 
to climate change in development policies and strategies was found to be negligible and 
largely framed as a mitigation concern. For example, Norway’s poverty reduction action plan 
under the MDGs only mentions climate change in relation to the country’s moral obligation 
towards developing countries for the responsible management of the climate as a global 
public good. No further details are given on what this might mean in practice. The review did 
not look at specific programmes or projects, but feedback from senior staff suggests that there 
had as yet been little or no discussion of climate change in relation to Norad’s work. The 
report identified a number of areas where climate change could be integrated without any 
major changes to current goals or working modes. As this review examined policies and 
strategies, it engaged staff at the Norad head office, but there was no direct involvement of 
agency staff on the ground. 
 
DFID piloted portfolio screening in its Bangladesh office, using a process-based methodology 
called ORCHID (Opportunities and Risks of Climate Change and Disasters; Tanner et al, 
2007). The approach combined attention to current disasters with tackling impacts of climate 
change and sought both to manage specific risks and to enhance broader opportunities for 
reducing vulnerability. Previously, climate change adaptation issues were rarely picked up in 
environmental screening procedures or project risk assessments. The new strategic country 
assistance now prioritises reducing vulnerability to disasters and climate change, but may 
need to tackle transboundary as well as domestic issues. The screening prioritised ten ongoing 
and future DFID-funded programmes, and options for adaptation and disaster risk reduction 
were assessed for integration into the portfolio. Results reinforced the contribution that many 
programmes already make to vulnerability reduction and a formalised screening approach was 
able to focus this further. The screening also revealed the need for improved vulnerability 
assessment at the local level. Few projects were found to manage actively current disaster 
risks, despite regular disaster events in Bangladesh. Assessing future risks provided an 
important impetus to tackle this current deficit, especially in infrastructure development. Staff 
were involved through the assessment of project options. From an initially low level, rapid 
increases in awareness and action were underpinned by internal publicity (DFID, 2004), highlevel 
championing during the UK’s 2005 Presidencies of the EU and G8, and the 
prioritisation in a recent UK White Paper (DFID, 2006). 
The Development and Climate Change project of OECD sought to identify synergies and 
tradeoffs involved in mainstreaming climate change in development assistance. Amongst 
other activities, the project carried out country case studies in Bangladesh, Egypt, Fiji, Nepal, 
Tanzania and Uruguay, with a focus on adaptation (Agrawala, 2005). The studies identified 
key priorities for adaptation on the basis of assessments of recent trends, climate change 
scenarios and potential sectoral impacts. In addition, donor portfolios were analysed for the 
proportion of projects affected by climate risks, and the studies conducted in-depth analyses 
of key resources potentially affected by climate change. Amongst the findings were that 
climate risks and climate change are largely missing in project documents, although a large 
share was considered to be affected by climate risks (typically 20-30% or more of the 
monetary value and number of projects). In Bangladesh it was found that climate change had 
been given a “fair degree of interest” by sectoral planners (Agrawala et al., 2003b, p. 28). 
However, attention to climate change was largely absent in higher-level policy documents, 
including the World Bank’s CAS. Key recommendations from the case studies were that (i) 
adaptation should be part of the “core development activity” (i.e., funded as part of ODA) 
rather than financed under the international climate policy regime, and (ii) the focus of 
adaptation should move beyond improving the ability to adapt to current weather extremes 
and climate variability (Agrawala, 2005). 
 
Robledo et al. (2006) conducted an assessment of the potential effects of projects and 
programmes financed by the Swiss Agency for Development and Co-operation (SDC) on 
vulnerability to climate variability and change, based on an inventory of issues by SDC 
(2005)2. This assessment was based on the thesis that previous projects in natural resource 
management could have had unintended positive effects regarding both mitigation and 
adaptation, as well as promoted the conservation of biological diversity. The assessment 
addressed three levels: (i) understanding and preparedness at the national level, (ii) impacts 
and vulnerability at the local level, and (iii) main barriers to the implementation of mitigation 
and adaptation measures. Robledo et al. (2006) identified three different ways in which 
adaptation could be mainstreamed: thematic, methodological and related to the 
implementation of concrete measures. In addition, they identified three thematic areas in 
which action is considered necessary: institutional development for adaptation, the role of 
technology transfer in adaptation and capacity building for adaptation. At the methodological 
level Robledo et al. (2006) identified the need to improve climate forecasting at the local 
level. In addition, the report recommended investing efforts in the development of tools to 
plan adaptation measures as a key element of development projects and programmes. Finally, 
they suggest that pilot projects to implement adaptation measures focus on both the natural 
and the social system and encourage the empowerment of local communities. 
 
Analysis of the six screenings reveals a number of challenges for identifying effective options 
to support the mainstreaming of adaptation into ODA. Findings from the different screenings 
show many similarities (Table 1). For example, all screenings concluded that current attention 
to climate change in the respective agencies’ development policies, projects and programmes 
was low, which could have negative impacts on development. Importantly, it was found that 
the agencies had made few or no links to climate change even in areas where climate is 
already posing considerable risks and where comparatively small changes could have 
potentially large impacts. In addition to the direct impact of climate change on projects, the 
omission could also adversely affect vulnerability reduction. Agrawala et al. (2003d, p. 27) 
noted in the case of Nepal that “(…) some opportunities for vulnerability reduction may well 
be missed” by not considering climate change. Another common finding was that a link to 
poverty reduction was missing: where mentioned, climate change was mainly framed as a 
question of mitigation and largely as an environmental issue, not as a development concern. 
 
The lack of attention to climate change was also reflected in staff attitudes to climate change 
described by Klein (2001). Whilst there seemed to exist a broad consensus at the policy level 
in support of mainstreaming adaptation into ODA, attitudes at the project level ranged from a 
lack of awareness of what mainstreaming would mean in practice to scepticism about an issue not 
seen as part of the agency’s normal mandate or even related to development priorities. 
Climate change continues to be the responsibility of environment departments in development 
agencies (which also commissioned most of the screenings to date). Only the GTZ and the 
DFID screenings included local staff involvement, which could be an important way to 
improve awareness across sectors within agencies. 
 
  
Table 1 Overview of publicly available portfolio-screening efforts to date 
 
 
At the same time, the screening reports themselves gave little attention to other potentially 
important factors affecting the ability to mainstream adaptation into ODA. We argued in 
Section 2 for the need to go beyond a technology-centred approach to adaptation because of 
scenario uncertainties, limits to technology and the need to consider development priorities. 
Only Burton and Van Aalst (2004b) discussed explicitly how different views on adaptation 
could present a barrier to mainstreaming. Distinguishing between a “Convention Perspective” 
and a “Development Perspective” to adaptation, they note that “[t]he initial dominance of the 
Convention Perspective may be one reason why Task Managers at the Bank (…) are 
sometimes hesitant about embracing the notion of climate change adaptation as 
enthusiastically or as urgently as we would suggest.” (p. 40). Further, there is little discussion 
of the conceptual links between poverty and vulnerability. Whereas it is frequently 
emphasised that the poorest are the most vulnerable to climate change, none of the screenings 
to date provide much analysis of the potential synergies and conflicts between poverty 
reduction and vulnerability reduction. As a result, it remains unclear what new challenges 
may be associated with climate change and how adaptation could include activities that would 
differ from ongoing poverty-reduction priorities and activities. In addition, little attention was 
given to the process by which mainstreaming could take place, beyond references to the need 
for awareness raising and capacity building on climate change within agencies. 
Further insights can be drawn from the methods used, in particular concerning the extent to 
which different types of portfolio screenings help to address barriers to mainstreaming. The 
six screenings can be grouped into three types: assessments of agencies’ policies and 
strategies (Norad), assessments of programmes and projects (World Bank, GTZ, SDC, DFID) 
and country case studies (OECD). However, this is not absolute (e.g., the screening by the 
World Bank included country reviews and the ones by OECD reviewed projects) but 
nevertheless provided some general lessons: 
• Reviews of policies and strategies provide a good foundation for strategic discussion of 
links between ODA and climate change across the agency’s portfolio and the overall 
goals for development (Eriksen and Næss, 2003). Such reviews would therefore seem a 
good way of assessing which development strategies could benefit from opportunitie to 
reduce vulnerability and which development pathways could lead to maladaptive results. 
Weaknesses of this type of screening (i.e., one that does not consider programmes or projects) 
are its lack of links to practical development and the risk of omitting relevant political 
processes. 
• Programme and project reviews yielded the clearest recommendations on how 
adaptation could be incorporated in practical ODA activities (e.g., Klein, 2001; Tanner 
et al., 2007). They can also involve local staff and raise awareness more easily. 
However, this type of screening seems less clear on the strategic choices involved in 
mainstreaming (e.g., in terms of development priorities and their vulnerability to future 
climate change). 
• Country case studies provided a comprehensive coverage of climate change in relation 
to the poverty-reduction agenda in the countries concerned (Agrawala, 2005). They 
also provided the clearest descriptions of country-specific climate change issues, 
including the social feasibility of various adaptation options. This is also its main 
weakness, as a country-specific portfolio screening is likely to be less relevant for other  
areas and countries. 
 




Table 2 Types of portfolio screenings and key challenges for the mainstreaming 
of adaptation (+++ = high level of attention, + = low/negligible level). 
 
 
4 Recent Policy Developments 
 
Following the six agency screenings described above, political recognition, support and action 
on mainstreaming adaptation into development assistance has expanded on a number of 
levels. In the international policy arena, the UNFCCC is increasingly supporting 
mainstreaming efforts. Whilst Article 4.1(f) of the Convention calls for Parties to take climate 
considerations into account in their development planning, until recently there was little 
guidance on how to move forward. In December 2005 in Montreal, the eleventh Conference 
of the Parties to the UNFCCC (COP-11) adopted a Five-Year Programme of Work on 
Impacts, Vulnerability and Adaptation to Climate Change, which focuses on two themes: (i) 
impacts and vulnerability, and (ii) adaptation planning, measures and actions. Programme 
implementation will take place through specific activities under each theme, and should 
incorporate the cross-cutting issues of methodologies, data and modelling, and integration 
into sustainable development. Specific activities relevant to portfolio screening include developing 
“methodologies and tools for adaptation planning, measures and actions, and 
integration with sustainable development”. Concrete steps towards implementation of the 
Work Programme were agreed one year later in Nairobi. 
 
The EU Action Plan on Climate Change (EC, 2004) outlines a number of activities organised 
under four strategic objectives. Mainstreaming adaptation falls primarily under the strategic 
objective “Raising the policy profile on climate change”. Here specific mention is made of the 
need to raise awareness of climate change within EU development agencies, as well as 
integrate climate change into EC and Member State policies by building on existing tools 
(i.e., risk assessments), resources (such as the EU Environmental Integration Manual), 
processes (e.g., in-country policy reviews and planning) and networks. 
 
The independent Commission for Africa recommended in 2005 that donors make climate 
variability and climate change risk factors an integral part of their project planning and 
assessment, by 2008 (Commission for Africa, 2005). This informed the Gleneagles Dialogue 
on Climate Change, Clean Energy and Sustainable Development, an informal discussion 
forum for 20 countries with the greatest energy needs, which was launched at the G8 
Gleneagles Summit in July 2005. It monitors the implementation of the Gleneagles Plan of 
Action (G8 Gleneagles Summit, 2005), which is for the most part a series of measures to 
promote reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. The Plan of Action also acknowledges the 
need for better climate information to facilitate adaptation, particularly in Africa. More central 
to the issue of mainstreaming, the Plan calls on the World Bank to “develop and implement 
‘best practice’ guidelines for screening their investments in climate sensitive sectors to 
determine how their performance could be affected by climate risks, as well as how those 
risks can be managed”. The proposed World Bank investment framework on clean energy and 
development (World Bank, 2006) confirms that “project portfolios need to be reviewed for 
their vulnerability to climate change”, and calls for the development of a systematic approach 
to screening of public investment for the impacts of climate change. The Gleneagles Plan of 
Action invites other major multilateral and bilateral agencies to “adopt the World Bank 
guidelines, or develop and implement similar guidance” (G8 Gleneagles Summit, 2005, p. 
10). 
 
In April 2006, Development and Environment Ministers from OECD countries agreed a 
“Declaration on Integrating Climate Change Adaptation into Development Co-Operation.” In 
addition to recognising the urgency of adaptation, OECD Member Countries declared their 
commitment to, inter alia, raising awareness on climate change both internally and externally; 
identifying and using appropriate entry-points for integration, such as country assistance 
strategies and long-term investment plans; assisting developing countries to integrate climate 
change adaptation following the principles of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness; and 
developing and applying tools to address climate risks in development activities. The OECD 
itself was invited to develop guidance for integrating climate change adaptation in 
development co-operation, as well as devise methodologies for monitoring progress on 
integration. Particular lessons for how screenings are carried out in practice are discussed in 
the next section. 
 
5 Guidance for Portfolio Screening 
 
Development projects vary in size, time scale and focus, ranging from large-scale 
infrastructural projects and institutional support in the host country to social development 
activities at the village level. Portfolio screening is intended to give guidance on how to 
strengthen the extent to which a set of projects address climate change. However, in order to 
increase the consideration of climate change within individual projects, more specific project 
screening is required that is suited to the type of project in question. Follow-up activities to the 
screening experiences described in Section 3 have initially centred on development of 
project screening. 
 
In Section 1 we mentioned three ways in which climate change is relevant to ODA projects: 
(i) the risk of climate change to the ODA project and its deliverables, (ii) the vulnerability to 
climate change of the community or ecosystem that is intended to benefit from the ODA 
project, and (iii) the possible effects of the ODA project and its deliverables on the 
vulnerability of communities or ecosystems to climate change. The first of these three 
considerations is particularly important in view of a project’s long-term viability and should 
be part of its risk assessment before implementation. A project that intends to prevent soil 
erosion by planting trees is unlikely to be successful in the long run if the trees selected are 
sensitive to possible changes in one or more meteorological variables. For example, if the 
trees require more water than is projected to be available as climate changes, the project could 
fail and investments would not render the desired outcome. Similarly, a project that involves 
the construction of infrastructure could fail if design standards are not adjusted to reflect 
changing probabilities of extreme events such as floods, droughts and storms. For example, if 
a river’s peak runoff is projected to increase, a new bridge may be washed away if this 
increase has not been considered in the design of the bridge. These examples show that 
climate change is relevant to the cost-effectiveness of ODA projects that are intended to 
generate benefits over a longer period of time. 
 
The second consideration can have a similar, albeit more indirect, effect on the long-term 
success of ODA projects. For example, a project that intends to develop agriculture in a lowlying 
coastal area could fail if sea-level rise were to cause increased flooding and eventually 
permanent inundation of the area. The productivity of the agricultural land would decline, 
resulting in reactive adaptation: either people would move away to higher areas or measures 
would be taken to protect the land and its inhabitants from flooding. Both types of adaptation 
would come at a cost, which shows that climate change is an important factor to determine the 
cost-effectiveness of ODA projects that invest in vulnerable areas. It is therefore prudent to 
assess and consider the extent to which communities or ecosystems are vulnerable to climate 
change before project implementation. 
 
The third consideration reflects the fact that a natural or human system’s vulnerability to 
climate change is in part determined by its interaction with non-climate stresses. As explained 
in Section 3, changes in existing management practices could both increase and decrease 
vulnerability to climate change. ODA projects unrelated to climate change may generate 
secondary benefits that help to reduce climate vulnerability. On the other hand, ODA projects 
may also unintentionally increase vulnerability to climate change. As mentioned above, new 
coastal infrastructure could disturb the offshore sediment balance, resulting in erosion in 
adjacent coastal areas, and irrigation could lead to salinisation of groundwater and affect 
wetlands. An additional example of maladaptation may include the development of 
floodplains, which can lead to a reduced buffering capacity for river water and thus to 
increased peak runoff. An ODA project may affect local access to natural resources, such as 
forests, or income sources, such as informal business, traditionally used by the poor to survive 
droughts. Transfer of financial resources and technologies and the creation of new 
institutional structures, such as development committees, in connection with ODA projects 
may alter power relations and inequalities, both underlying factors central in generating the 
social distribution of vulnerability. Determining the extent to which ODA projects would 
affect a system’s vulnerability to climate change, either by producing secondary benefits that 
reduce vulnerability or by causing maladaptation that increases vulnerability, would be a 
useful step before the project is implemented. 
 
These three ways in which climate change can be relevant to ODA projects can be addressed 
through three types of assessment at the project formulation or preparation stage. These types 
of assessment, which concern the risk of climate change to an ODA project, the vulnerability to 
climate change of the community or ecosystem to benefit from the project and the project’s 
effect on vulnerability to climate change, are the following: 
 
• Risk assessment: aimed at quantifying the extent to which potential impacts of climate 
change pose a risk to the cost-effectiveness and other aspects of the viability of a project; 
• Vulnerability assessment: aimed at evaluating the vulnerability to climate change of the 
community or ecosystem at which a project is targeted, and the social and economic 
processes that create vulnerability and which ODA projects may affect; 
• Environmental impact assessment: aimed at analysing the extent to which a project would 
affect, either positively or negatively, a system’s vulnerability to climate change. 
 
The latter type of assessment only addresses the vulnerability of an environmental system; 
analysis of the extent to which a project would affect, either positively or negatively, 
vulnerability of people and the social, economic and political processes that generate local 
vulnerability must, therefore, form part of a vulnerability assessment. 
 
A number of agencies have developed practical tools in an effort to analyse opportunities for 
integrating climate change adaptation into their activities, including the World Bank, DFID, 
DANIDA and several NGOs. The World Bank has been developing a project screening and 
design tool called ADAPT (Assessment and Design for Adaptation to Climate Change: A 
Prototype Tool). Burton and Van Aalst (2004), when initially outlining the tool, advocated a 
routine climate risk management tool similar to environmental impact assessment (EIA), 
backed up by a knowledge base of available climate information at global, national and 
subnational levels. The present tool is designed to assist project developers and assessors in 
(i) identifying the level of climate risk in a project using a simple description of the project 
and its location, and (ii) finding sources of information on how to minimise this risk. 
Complementary to this effort is CRiSTAL (Community Risk Screening Tool – Adaptation 
and Livelihoods), developed by a consortium of NGOs (IISD, IUCN, SEI-US and 
Intercooperation). Using the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, CRiSTAL provides an 
analytical framework for project developers and managers to (i) understand the links between 
local livelihoods and climate, (ii) assess a project’s impact on community-level adaptive 
capacity, and (iii) make project adjustments to improve a project’s impact on adaptive 
capacity. The tool was field-tested in five countries (Bangladesh, Mali, Nicaragua, Sri Lanka 
and Tanzania) and results are currently being evaluated. 
 
In the UK, DFID has greatly raised the profile and importance afforded to climate change. A 
chapter in the recent White Paper reinforced its commitment to screening in accordance with 
the G8 Gleneagles Plan of Action (DFID, 2006). Using the ORCHID process as a flexible 
template, DFID is undertaking further pilot climate risk screening in India, China and Kenya. 
The Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Danida) has established the Climate and 
Development Action Programme to climate-proof Danish development co-operation, so that 
their poverty reduction and socio-economic development objectives can be achieved (Danida, 
2005). Modelled around the EU Action Plan’s four strategic objectives, the Programme 
encourages the use of Danida’s existing development aid procedures and policies, particularly 
national and Danida environmental assessment frameworks, as a basis for integration (p. 27). 
Civil society participation, the role of traditional knowledge, and support for the Paris 
Declaration are emphasised. 
 
Most efforts have, with the possible exception of CRiSTAL, focused on risk reduction and 
EIA type procedures so far. EIAs, whilst clearly having had considerable positive effects on 
the way development projects are designed and run, are only as good as their follow-up in 
practical development work. Challenges persist in ensuring the quality, relevance and 
independence of EIAs and in implementing their recommendations. One of the criticisms of EIAs is 
that they often fail to consider local perspectives. This is important for climate risk 
assessments as well, as risks identified from meteorological records may be different from 
those that communities perceive as the biggest climate risks, and where mobilising local 
experiences could be a key asset for identifying relevant indicators and adaptation options. 
Furthermore, it is clear that different approaches to screening will be necessary in countries 
with distinct aid modalities, and this will have an important influence on the development of 
generic tools by the World Bank and OECD as requested in the declarations noted in the 
earlier section. 
 
Project portfolios are large and diverse. Whilst screenings can be carried out using any 
combination of the three assessment types identified above, relevant parameters need to be 
defined in order to provide some structure to the screening process. Apart from finding ways 
of identifying where climate risks are important, a perhaps equally important test of the tools 
would be their ability to identify areas and cases where climate risks are of less or no 
importance, avoiding potentially costly efforts that overstate the importance of climate risks 
and that could discredit the screening process. In other words, which element(s) of an 
agency’s programming should be screened? Depending on the agency, programmes may be 
organised in a number of ways, providing a basis for defining the screening parameters: 
• Country (e.g., a country strategy in Sri Lanka); 
• Geographical region (e.g., co-operation priorities in Central America); 
• Sector (e.g., agriculture, business); 
• Theme (e.g., education and training); 
• Some combination of the above (e.g., agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa). 
 
The level of evaluation within each of these categories may range from general (i.e., 
evaluating programme statements) to specific (evaluating projects). If the aim of a screening 
process is to obtain a broad picture of an agency’s overall approach to climate change 
adaptation, then an evaluation of all programme statements (possibly supplemented with a 
few project evaluations in each programme, resources permitting) may be most appropriate. 
 
Finally, in screening an agency’s project portfolio, the decision will need to be made on 
whether to focus strictly on vulnerability and adaptation to climate change, on mitigation of 
greenhouse gas emissions or on both. Some development policies, strategies and projects will 
address both adaptation and mitigation, whilst others will exclusively address either 
adaptation or mitigation. 
 
In order to identify the links between a comprehensive adaptation approach and the 
overarching development approach, analysing how the development priority is linked to 
climate change can be a good starting point. How does the development priority affect 
vulnerability to climate change and adaptive capacity? What are the main gaps in knowledge 
regarding the links described above? An important issue to consider is whether or not current 
climate stresses are mentioned in programme and project documents and specifically whether 
or not these documents specify the vulnerability of and adaptation priorities for different 
regions, countries and sectors (as identified in IPCC reports and National Communications to 
the UNFCCC). In a comprehensive approach, climate change adaptation needs to become part 
of the dialogue between development agencies and recipient countries regarding development 
priorities. In this regard, identifying entry points for enhancing climate change considerations 
in development programming is important, which involves analysing how climate change can 
be incorporated into strategic programming areas (e.g., natural resource management, 
humanitarian assistance, education and training). In order to make such a dialogue possible 
agency staff need to have a minimum level of awareness and capacity for addressing climate 
change. 
As identified in previous screenings, the awareness of and attention paid to climate change 
has often been negligible in development agencies. To ensure the screening outputs are 
integrated into programming considerations, agencies should focus on strengthening 
institutional links within and outside of the agency during the screening process and followup 
activities. Within the agency, this would include, embedding the screening study within the 
institution; involving different departments in the study; and devising a strategy for 
implementing results of the screening across the agency. The latter would involve the 
identification of follow-up activities, including a progress review. In addition, sharing 
experiences and results from screenings with other development agencies and co-ordinating 
screening outputs with other policy processes, such as those related to the National 
Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs), the Clean Development Mechanism, the GEF 
and UNFCCC-related adaptation funds is important. 
 
6 Conclusions and Next Steps 
 
This paper is a first attempt at bringing together experiences from recent efforts to screen 
development policies, projects and programmes with regard to climate change, focusing on 
scope, results and methods applied. It discusses how screenings can support the 
mainstreaming of adaptation to climate change into official development assistance. The 
screenings of development agencies’ projects and programmes have shown, first, that climate 
change was initially almost absent from the agencies’ activities. Where mentioned, it was 
framed as an issue of mitigation and in the domain of environment ministries and 
departments. Notably, little connection to long-term climate change has been made in areas 
where climate already poses a clear risk today. Second, since the initial screenings the 
political landscape has changed considerably, based on an increased understanding of the 
need for mainstreaming and what such mainstreaming entails for development agencies. 
The reasons for the initial lack of attention may be the dearth of understanding regarding 
practical links between poverty reduction and adaptation to climate change, and a perception 
of climate change adaptation as being limited to technological responses to identified changes 
in climate variables. In this paper we have identified the need for a comprehensive approach 
to adaptation, that is, for mainstreaming to address a range of stressors and underlying causes 
of vulnerability, in addition to technological adaptation measures. This has implications for 
the type of assessment carried out in screenings and the choice of parameters determining its 
focus. The latter is particularly important because a comprehensive approach to 
mainstreaming that addresses the underlying causes of vulnerability entails targeting a 
strategic level at the project and programme design phase, rather than at a reactive level where 
technological adjustments to projects are made in response to expected climate change. EIAtype 
climate risk assessments, whilst contributing to mainstreaming, cannot alone effectively 
achieve comprehensive mainstreaming. 
 
A comprehensive approach to mainstreaming adaptation is relevant to a wide range of 
activities in development agencies. However, to demonstrate this relevance requires the 
screenings to be embedded more broadly institutionally than has previously been the case 
within development agencies, where climate change has been confined as an issue for 
environmental departments. 
 
We have outlined how development projects may affect the vulnerability of people and 
communities, and how incorporating climate change into development assistance could 
reduce vulnerability today and in the future. Portfolio screening per se is no panacea for 
ensuring adequate attention to adaptation within development co-operation, but could become 
one of the key elements for developing a more sophisticated understanding of the complex 
relationships that determine people’s vulnerability to climate change. However, its 
contribution to mainstreaming adaptation into development assistance will depend on a 
number of factors. Portfolio screening must be seen as a process rather than a product, taking 
on board lessons not only from the screenings undertaken to date but also from experiences 
from the use of environmental impacts assessments and other tools, as well as similar 
processes of mainstreaming crosscutting issues (such as gender) into development. Other 
conditions for success include an ability to utilise the vast experiences of people, communities 
and development agencies with past climate variability, to co-ordinate with ongoing processes 
within the international climate regime (such as NAPAs), and to integrate medium and longterm 
needs as well as immediate priorities. 
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Endnotes 
1 Five of the authors of this paper were involved in these screenings (Klein, Eriksen, Næss, 
Tanner and Robledo). 
2 All projects and programmes included in the screening were related to natural resource 
management and implemented by the Swiss Foundation for Development and Co-operation, 
Intercooperation. Projects and programmes in the following countries were included: 
Ecuador, Bolivia, Mali, Madagascar, Tunisia, Kyrgyz Republic, Bangladesh, India and 
Bulgaria. 
3 In this declaration, the 15 EU member states, Canada, Iceland, New Zealand, Norway and 
Switzerland agreed to contribute USD 410 million / EUR 450 million per year by 2005, with 
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